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A Syrian army soldier atop Fahr-al-Din castle, photo by Valery Sharifullin/TASS

The following is a translation of a scathing article on the state of the Syrian Arab Army that appeared in an

online outlet Gazeta.ru, which is Kremlin-controlled but sometimes critical of the Russian authorities online.

The author is a retired Russian o�cer with 8 years of experience working in the General Sta� and 5 years as

an editor of an established military magazine. The article, originally titled "It would be easier to disband the

Syrian army and recruit a new one", mirrors the emerging Syria fatigue sentiments in the Russian military

circles and reportedly was con�rmed by a serving Russian colonel, who added "Everything is like it’s written

but worse". The expert notably omits mentioning regime war crimes even when describing the use of barrel

bombs. Throughout the text, he calls Syrian rebels "militants" and "illegal armed groups" — terms widely

used by Russian military and media to describe Chechen �ghters during the wars. This anti-rebel stance

perhaps lends even more credibility to the author’s assessment of their capabilities versus those of the SAA.
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This situation is further exacerbated by the Syrian army being severely understa�ed and

underequipped. Currently, the sta�ng and equipment levels stand a bit over 50% of the required

�gures. The yearly draft does not satisfy even the minimal needs of the army. Due to this, since 2011

sergeants and privates who have served their terms have not been discharged.

The draft fails due to a number of reasons. Some potential conscripts support the anti-government

forces and actively dodge the draft. Others have joined the illegal armed groups. Still others have

adopted a wait-and-see attitude, preferring not to �ght for any of the sides. Many potential recruits

have become refugees outside Syria, some of them in Europe. A large part of the population lives on

territories outside the government troops’ control. Finally, recruits and their families fear reprisals

from the militants.

The majority of Syrian army units are based at forti�ed checkpoints. There

are in total about 2 thousand such checkpoints throughout Syria. Thus, over

a half of the army operates with no connection to their units.

Sitting inside those forti�ed checkpoints, the Syrian regulars are mostly doing defensive duties and

extorting money from the locals. They do not conduct any major operations to liberate population or

administration centers.

Such pillars of any military as "A superior’s order is the law for his subordinate" and "An order is to be

performed at all costs, precisely, timely and with no objections", are at best limitedly enforced in the

Syrian army.

"Barrel" bombs

It is hard to �nd anything worthy of studying or imitation from the Syrian army’s military practice.

The only worthy examples are of the "How not to wage war" variety.

The Air Force deserves a special mention. The Syrian Arab Air Force conducts a signi�cant number of

sorties daily (reaching 100 in certain days in 2015), over 85% of which are bombing runs. The Air

Force’s contribution to the overall �re damage is about 70%. The airstrikes are conducted by several

dozen �ghter/bomber jets and around 40 army aviation helicopters.

The SyAAF’s main modus operandi is solitary sorties. Flights in pairs and larger units are not done in

order to save resources. In order to decrease losses, the bombing runs are done at heights of 3

thousand meters and above. In extreme cases, dive bombing is used.

Due to the lack of air ordnance, the Syrian army has until recently used even sea mines, torpedoes and

depth charges for ground attacks. The so-called "barrel bombs" are also widely used. Over 10,000 of

the latter have been dropped on the enemy.
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Militants’ morale and tactical advantage

Among the leadership of terrorists and armed Syrian opposition groups

there are many former Iraqi o�cers who used to serve under Saddam

Hussein.

They have amassed huge experience during the Iran-Iraq war and the two Gulf wars. The Free Syrian

Army (FSA) higher o�cers are former General Sta� leaders, brigade and division generals and colonels,

while the rebel units are mostly sta�ed with deserters from Assad’s army.

The militants are highly mobile and capable of rapidly creating assault groups at critical points of the

frontline. They have good knowledge of the area (70% of the illegal armed groups’ �ghters are Syrian

nationals) and command signi�cant �nancial and human resources.

In the absence of a precise front line, the armed opposition groups engage in active focal �ghting. Most

of their e�orts are applied to holding commanding heights and towns prepared for a perimeter

defense. This enables �re control of government troops’ movement lines.

The high survivability of the militants during stationary �ghting in forti�ed

areas is ensured by using shelters prepared in advance. Those shelters

often hide their actual location, numbers and composition.

The militants place observation points close to the contact line for advance detection of the

government troops’ assault groupings. A post is manned by 2-3 people with means of observation,

communication and transportation. The militants srtive to maintain control over areas by conducting

local counterattacks, sabotage in the rear (including suicide attacks), constantly work to seize initiative

from the government troops.

As a rule, counterattacks are performed by small groups of 10-15 militants in 3-4 cars with mounted

heavy machine guns and 82mm mortars, supported by multi-launching rocket systems. One to �ve

such groups may take part in an attack.

The purpose of the counterattacks is regaining initiative with the aim to reestablish control over the

lost position an the territory in general.

When under attack from Russian forces, the armed groups leave their

positions and towns, maintaining small groups of observers.

The militants’ units that have sustained signi�cant damage are redeployed to Turkey or to areas under

active cease�re to restore capabilities, reinforce and resupply.
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Time to go home
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attack, no amount of penal companies or retreat-blocking detachments can save such an army.

One the one hand, it would seam easy to completely demobilize (in other

words, completely disband) the Syrian army and recruit a new one. In other

words, restart the process of building up the country’s military.

On the other hand, the main problem is that new men are nowhere to be found in modern Syria. Any

newly created army will naturally inherit all the malaises of the old SAA. There also is no de�nitive

answer to a substantial question: who’s gonna pay for that?

It is impossible to win the war with such an ally as Assad’s army.

The militias can’t be fully relied on either. Hezbollah and the Iranians have their own interests.

This is why apparently the Russian military and political leadership shall

have to take a drastic decision: end the Syria campaign before the end of

2016, withdrawing all troops and leaving only the military bases.

It is impossible to restore the constitutional order to Syria by solely military means without serious

diplomatic, political, economic and propaganda e�orts, as well as signi�cant support of the ruined

country by foreign states.
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